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Blindspotting and COVID: The Gentrification of Racism
Abstract
The novel Coronavirus is not only exposing old patterns of racism and systemic inequalities, but
deepening them as well. The notion of blindspotting, as described in the film by the same name, is used
to understand how the COVID-19 pandemic impacts the “spiritual emergency” or crisis of racism in
America. "Blindspotting" is an image or situation that can be interpreted in two ways but is understood by
some in only one way, thereby producing a blind spot. In 2020 and 2021, we see segments of American
society, from politics to white Christian nationalism, upholding a sacred canopy of exceptionalism by
blindspotting, equivocating, or denying two uniquely collocated issues disproportionately impacting
communities of color: firstly, racism and police brutality, emblematized in 2020 by George Floyd and
Breonna Taylor; and secondly, COVID-19 - not only the very nature of the virus but also its effects on
people of color. Just as Blindspotting depicts the oppressive architectures of police violence and
gentrification’s effects on a community, the denial of these two separate yet related crises can be seen as
a type of sacrifice and “gentrification” of both the reality and the narrative of communities of color.
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“Realism and absurdity are so similar in the lives of American blacks
one cannot tell the difference."
- Chester B. Himes1
Introduction
Which picture do you see? In the well-known depiction of Rubin’s Vase, one either
sees the outline of a vase or two human profiles facing each other - but never both
at the same time. It is an effective portraiture of a blind spot, or something that one
is not fully seeing, and thus not fully aware of. This notion is given the moniker
“blindspotting” in a 2018 film by the same name (Figure 1). The film uses this
schematic to comment on race, gentrification, police brutality, and how the blind
spots inherent in these concepts can result in death.
Figure 1 - Film Poster
Source: courtesy IMDb,
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt7242142/mediaviewer/rm1759988224/

Published by DigitalCommons@UNO, 2021

1

Journal of Religion & Film, Vol. 25 [2021], Iss. 2, Art. 3

In 2020, the novel Coronavirus (Covid-19, Covid, pandemic) is not only
exposing age-old patterns of racism and systemic inequalities but deepening them
as well. Segments of American society from politics to the church have been
observed upholding a sacred canopy of exceptionalism by blindspotting,
equivocating, or denying two uniquely collocated issues disproportionately
impacting communities of color: firstly, racism and its progeny police violence,
emblematized in 2020 by Breonna Taylor and George Floyd; and secondly,
COVID-19’s effects on people of color.
At the center of these debates are not only politics but religion. Christian
nationalism in particular proffers ideas that negate the realities of racism, statesanctioned violence, and the deeply inequitable sociopolitical contexts of Covid.
Through filmic expressions of sacrifice, this article uses Blindspotting and its
themes of seeing/not seeing, racism, police brutality, and gentrification as a lens
through which to see how Christian nationalism’s intransigence around anti-Black
police violence and the pandemic’s disproportionate ramifications for communities
of color - both rooted in systemic racism - not only perpetuate the oppressive
architectures through which racism functions, but can also be seen as a type of
“gentrification” of both the reality and the narrative of communities of color.
Film is a unique repository of “the testimony of existence and struggle,”
especially of the subaltern, and can act as a “visual historiographer codifying
subversive memories.”2 As such, it is an apt medium through which to contemplate
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pre-existing challenges (racism and police violence) as well as novel challenges
(the pandemic) facing the country. David Chidester cleverly shares that “religion is
not an object of analysis but an occasion for analysis.”3 Melanie Wright supports
this tête-à-tête between religion and film, saying that “religious film” cannot be
reduced to religiously-themed narrative or style, but is closer to a “dynamic
exchange” between film and audience, ultimately understanding film as “not
simply a descriptor of, or vehicle for, religious experience, but religion itself.”4 M.
Gail Hamner describes this as the “evental” character of religion and sees religion
as “fungible constellations of specific discursive and practical events, happenings,
and habits that work on us and through us to make powerful claims about norms or
values (i.e., what is right or good or true or best).”5 This article conceptualizes the
relationship between religion and film in the same way and, in so doing, identifies
religion through two layers: the overt religiosity of Christian nationalism, and the
more covert religiosity of the film itself.
The film is approached through both formal film analysis, or the ways in
which the “formal techniques of film production construct and constrain the range
of their interpretations,”6 and cultural film analysis, or the “familiar discussion of
what a film means, not only at the level of its plot but also in terms of its
significance for the lives and cultures of its viewers.”7 To accomplish this, a concise
synopsis of the film will first be provided. Following is a brief discussion of the
conventions of filmic sacrifice, of which there are many examples to draw from in
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Blindspotting. For the scope of this article, only two are highlighted: sacrifice in
the form of racist state-sanctioned violence against the Black community,
particularly Black men, and sacrifice as spatial, through gentrification. Within the
first section on sacrifice, scenes typifying the sacrifice of Black men are analyzed,
which subsequently helps elucidate the Black Lives Matter and police violence
demonstrations, and the societally structured imbalanced impact of Covid-19 on
communities of color. The second section on sacrifice utilizes the film’s depictions
of gentrification and heterotopia to shed light on why attacks against minorities
surge during a crisis, and specifically how Christian nationalism is a notable
producer of those attacks in ways that epistemically oppress the realities and
experiences of Americans of color.

Film Synopsis (Spoiler Alert)
Set in a rapidly gentrifying Oakland, CA, Blindspotting is a buddy dramedy (dramacomedy) exploring the issues of race, gentrification, and police violence. The plot
follows a Black Collin Hoskins (Daveed Diggs) attempting to stay out of trouble
during the final three days of his one-year parole, while his well-meaning but
trouble-making white8 best friend, Miles Turner (Rafael Casal), cannot seem to stay
out of it. The two friends work together for a moving company when Collin
witnesses an officer-involved (Ethan Embry) shooting of an unarmed Black man
(Travis Parker). A flashpoint of trauma—but certainly not the totality of it—Collin
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experiences nightmares and hallucinations as a result, cascading through the rest of
the film.
Miles purchases an illegal gun he claims is for protection, although even
Collin is dubious about this stated motivation, which eventually ends up in the tiny
hands of Miles’ young son. A justifiably angry Ashley (Jasmine Cephas Jones),
mother to the young boy, forces Miles and Collin out of the house, after which the
pair end up at a mostly white, mostly “hipster” house party. At the party, Miles’
identity-aesthetic is mistaken for a “transplant” and accused of cultural
appropriation, leading a furious Miles to physical and gun violence. Following,
Collin and Miles find themselves in an explosive argument about Miles’
recklessness, identity, and the infrastructure of their friendship in which shared
class connects and race cleaves.
Upon completion of his probation, Collin and Miles are called to a moving
job, revealed to be the house of the very officer who Collin saw kill the Black man
just days earlier. In a dramatic and stinging scene, Collin confronts the officer at
gunpoint, limning the racism and violence suffered by the Black community at the
hands of law enforcement, but ultimately leaves the officer untouched: physically,
that is.
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Sacrifice I
Sacrifice is a notable theme in the history of not only America, but American
cinema as well, and typically follows a paradigm consisting of two distinct and
contrasting categories: films that critique sacrifice as a form of violence, and films
that recommend it as a necessary mechanism to maintain the status quo or to
encourage progress.9 Since sacrifice is endemic in American history and culture,
Americans are primed to consume it in film as a form of semiotics that seeks to
reinforce ideas of dominance, purity, and shared national identity.10
According to Jon Pahl, The Birth of a Nation formed the archetype of filmic
sacrifice through its depiction of three models of sacrifice: senseless sacrifice
represented through the death of two white childhood friends turned into Civil War
soldiers fighting for opposing sides; priceless sacrifice in the form of Flora, a white
Southern woman who kills herself in order to evade the nefarious romantic pursuits
of Gus, a Black Civil War veteran, notably played in blackface; and sacrifice as
justice, established through the gruesome murder of Gus for his pursuit of Flora.
Arising out of these models are key delineations of sacrifice in terms of race,
gender, and economic status.11 It is no mistake that The Birth of a Nation intersects
with notions of nationalism, Christianity, and racism, especially through the scenes
depicting the death of Gus at the hands of the Ku Klux Klan, as a means of
(re)constructing a white, Christian America. These precepts are imbued into the
soul of America, and capitulation is required to maintain them and the centers of
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power they create. These conventions have endured through the decades of cinema,
and we see Blindspotting play with sacrifice in ways that both support and resist
these paradigms, all while maintaining an understanding of sacrifice as a form of
violence.
The first and most obvious instance of sacrifice is the shooting and killing
of a Black man by police, a murder that Collin witnesses and one that haunts him.
In the scene, Collin is out past his parole-mandated curfew and anxiously awaiting
an extended red stoplight to turn green. The streets around Collin, silent and colored
crimson by the light, are jarred awake as a distraught Black man suddenly runs into
Collin’s work truck, looking him squarely in the eyes before rushing past him.
Following quickly on his heels is white Oakland Police Officer Molina, shouting,
“Stop!” The officer stops directly in front of Collin’s driver-side door, draws down
on the fleeing Black man and shoots him, even as the man yells, “Don’t shoot!
Don’t shoot!”12
This horrifying scene is depicted with an ingeniously creative mise-enscène (Figure 2), which is analyzed through Hamner’s trio of relations. Hamner
reinterprets and combines Charles Sanders Pierce’s tripartite semiotic theory and
Gilles Deleuze’s prelinguistic signaletic material to create a pedagogical paradigm
for her film and religion courses, one that is most useful for this article. 13 Peirce’s
theory divides a symbol into a set of three and is highly dependent on perspective,
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while Deleuze’s theory seeks to convey the process by which signs generate
significance through their relations within a particular social landscape.14 Hamner

Figure 2 - Murder Scene (Source: Blindspotting)

distills these complex semiotic theories into three basic types of sign relations:
relations of gaze, which refers to how the camera depicts the characters’ gazes;
relations of situation, or how the camera transmits action or how the characters
reveal intention; and relations of reflection which depend on the occurrences of the
film up to that point as well as the audience’s response to it.15 Hamner’s approach
makes complicated film theory accessible and puts it in conversation with the
“evental” understanding of religion. It also facilitates a natural combination of film
and cultural analysis.16
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Leading up to the scene, it is carefully shown that the murder occurs on
Martin Luther King, Jr. street, under the watchful eye, as it were, of the late civil
rights leader. The camera looks at the back of Collin’s head while he watches the
officer just outside his window, and the pursued Black man is viewed through the
driver-side mirror. How the film shows us “perception of perception,” or what
Hamner deems “relations of gaze,” is such that the gaze of the audience member is
one of a passenger in Collin’s truck.17 The passenger would have the same vantage
point of seeing all three characters, as well as hearing what the audience members
hear: the diegetic sounds (sounds heard by the characters) of the truck’s engine
humming, the metallic thump of the man’s hands slamming on Collin’s truck, the
rapid pounding of footsteps, the clicking of the gun being unholstered, the pop of
the bullets, and the screams - putting the viewer in the scene as a witness, just like
Collin. In this shot, the person at the center of the frame and most in focus is Officer
Molina, suggesting a focus on his actions and producing a feeling of culpability.
The relations of situation, or how the camera evokes the space and what
may happen in it,18 is a connected line from audience member to the man who is
shot: the audience looks at Collin, looking at the officer, looking at the man he aims
to, and does, kill. However, there is double vision provided by the driver-side
mirror, which acts as a shortcut to the visual plane of the murdered man that is offcamera. This double vision evokes both a distance from and proximity to the man
killed. During this scene there is no music, which heightens attention to the diegetic
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sounds, and the red stoplight casts a pall over the whole scene, mirroring the
sanguine of the man’s blood spilling onto the street.
The relations of reflections, or when a character or camera generates a
concept with more than one narrative or meaning,19 then, are clear: this scene, and
subsequent theme of the movie, unequivocally represents an epidemic within
American society, that is, the pervasive and racialized brutalizing and killing of the
Black community, particularly of Black men. Police end the lives of nearly three
people every day, which not only surpasses America’s peer countries but is also
highly racialized.20 This was emblematized in the summer of 2020 by the deaths of
Breonna Taylor and George Floyd. Breonna Taylor was 26 years old living in
Kentucky when she was fatally shot by three plainclothes police officers in a raid
on her home.21 None of the officers have been charged with her death, and only one
officer has been indicted for endangering the surrounding apartments; in other
words, indicted in connection with—but not for—her death.22 George Floyd was
46 years old living in Minnesota when a police officer knelt on his neck for almost
nine and a half minutes, ultimately killing him, while three other officers refused to
intervene.23
Spurred on by these tragic deaths and injustices, the Covid-19 pandemic,
and the ensuing escalation in economic inequalities, a groundswell of protests
gained momentum across the country during the summer of 2020.24 According to
some measures, between fifteen and twenty-six million participated in more than
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4,700 demonstrations across the country against police brutality and/or in support
of Black Lives Matter.25 Thirty states and an increasing number of counties and
cities across the United States are deeming racism a social determinant of health,
declaring it a public health crisis.26 Policing practices, in their capacity as
machinations of racism, produce unwieldy negative health consequences, plaguing
an oftentimes already beleaguered community. Adverse police interactions,
including both personal and secondary experiences, have been found to cause
higher levels of depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety, and
stress, which are subsequently correlated with obesity and its concomitant health
issues.27 Black people residing in communities with larger incarceration rates are
also found to have increased cardiometabolic disease, even when accounting for
poverty and crime.28 Policing structures, especially their ability to contain and
exclude, are crafted in ways that literally police who is allowed to be where, doing
what, and with whom; in effect, enforcing the social boundaries that privilege
certain bodies while disadvantaging others. This demarcation is almost
Douglesian,29 in which the purity of the people, at least within populist-nationalist
frames, is polluted by racialized others.
PTSD and the other health consequences of negative police interactions are
clearly embodied in Collin’s affective milieu when he encounters law enforcement
throughout the film, and is intensely felt in his nightmares around his experience
with the criminal justice system. In many of these scenes, the diegetic soundscape
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becomes distorted, echoey, and is often accompanied by a high-pitched whine. The
camera begins to tilt off-level at a Dutch angle (Figure 3), and the shots alternate
between long and choke shots in quick zoom cuts. These cinematic techniques
produce a disorienting effect for the audience, one that heightens and reinforces the
precarity of Collin’s psychological state. They elicit a sense of confusion while
simultaneously putting into focus the important object or subject: at times it is
Collin, evoking empathy and intimacy with Collin’s emotions, and at others, it is
the source of threat, such as a police vehicle.

Figure 3 - Example of Dutch tilt to produce disorientation
Source: Blindspotting
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This sense of threat, and running from it, is implicit in a scene that features
Collin running through a cemetery while exercising. The scene cuts in and out of
him running with flashbacks to his traumatic encounters with law enforcement and
his visceral courtroom nightmare. The nightmare features Officer Molina as judge,
Black men in black hoodies (reminiscent of Trayvon Martin) and chains as jury,
and Collin in his orange jumpsuit and chains as defendant. The scene is filled with
an eerie, high-pitched siren-like non-diegetic sound (sounds not heard by the
characters), and the dissonant song he is listening to through his earbuds while
running—a song from Fantastic Negrito’s album “The Last Days of Oakland”—
transitions from his earbuds to fill the scene. This aural transition not only
ambiguously occupies a diegetic/non-diegetic soundscape but, in essence, yanks
the audience out of their reality into Collin’s morbid reality (Figure 4).
This is the first scene that the audience sees him off probation, where he is
legally free from the confines of the justice system but cannot seem to free himself
from the psychological trauma he has sustained. The scene ends with Collin looking
back over his shoulder, relieved to have outrun his nightmarish flashes, only for the
music to fade and an eerie whistling take over as the camera pans to what Collin’s
horrified face is staring at: the Black men in black hoodies transported out of his
nightmare into the graveyard, standing atop their own graves as far as the eye can
see (Figure 5). This wide shot of death hangs there, its magnitude and gravity
weighing heavily on the audience.
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Figure 4 - Collin running through the cemetery filled with dead Black men above
their graves (Source: Blindspotting)

Figure 5 - Graveyard filled with dead Black men (Source: Blindspotting)
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The scene’s more obvious relations of reflection symbolize the crisis of antiBlack police violence. However, the scene may yet hold another layer of
commentary relevant to the country’s current circumstances and, tragically, it too
involves an epidemic: Covid-19. Alarmingly, a scene portraying a graveyard
bursting with Black bodies lifts right out of the film to fall squarely into the deadly
realities of a worldwide pandemic, and for largely the same reasons delineated in
the film.
Covid-19
At the time of writing, the Coronavirus pandemic has claimed the lives of over
600,000 Americans and over four million lives the world over.30 Although viruses
attack bodies without judgment or partiality, the systems and societies that enclose
those bodies unevenly and unjustly bear down on the movement and impact of the
virus. Touted as the “great equalizer,” COVID-19 is no respecter of persons, color,
age, or class, leaving all at equal risk. Or does it? Although it may stress our
common humanity, pandemics expose and entrench already existing inequalities,
disproportionately affecting socially disadvantaged groups typified by racial/ethnic
minorities and low-income populations.31
People of color are infected and die from this virus at rates much higher
than whites and much greater than their proportion of the population. Blacks,
Latinos, and Native Americans are hospitalized at rates almost four times higher
than whites,32 and for much of the pandemic the highest mortality rate has been
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amongst Black Americans.33 Economic consequences due to the pandemic also
disproportionately affect low-income and Black Americans, exacerbating alreadyexisting income and housing inequalities.34 Additionally, infectious diseases are
shown to be associated with “othering” practices, with racism and xenophobia
magnetically charged by fear aimed at marginalized groups. 35 Black Americans
have also understandably shown higher levels of vaccine hesitancy, complicating
an already perilous situation.36
There are many reasons posited for these disparities. Not the least of which
are four centuries of racial oppression creating the infrastructure upon which
systemic racism in America sits, thrives, and reproduces, from historical chattel
slavery and settler-colonialism to modern predatory policing practices and mass
incarceration. Gravlee argues for the use of syndemic theory in understanding the
multiplicative effects of the pandemic on communities of color. Originally
proposed by a medical anthropologist, this framework describes how overlapping
epidemics do not simply co-emerge and coexist, but that the synergy among and
between them makes the other worse; in other words, they are more than the sum
of their parts.37 The interplay between the biologics of epidemics (transmission,
physical symptoms, etc.), and the biosocial conditions (job loss, access to and
quality of health care, high-density housing, etc.) produce modalities that modulate
disease concentration and interaction in devastating and incommensurate ways.
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Returning to the film, Blindspotting decisively demonstrates the
multiplicative mechanics underlying syndemic theory in an accessible fashion. By
playing cinematically with disparate traumas—the murder, Collin’s nightmares, the
terrifying interaction with the cop car, and the Black men in the graveyard—the
filmmakers are able to join them together in one gripping scene, obscuring the
markers (such as time) that distinguish them. What this accomplishes is a
synergizing effect of the various traumas at play, revealing, in a sense, the
multiplied augmentation of race-based trauma. In this way, the audience viscerally
comprehends how they become “more than the sum of their parts.”38 The ways that
trauma is portrayed in these separate yet related scenes is significant, and can
inform our understanding of the syndemic nature of the pandemic in the lives of
those most affected.
The audience meets Collin with three days left on his year-long probation.
After this initial period, each subsequent day begins with Collin running through
the same cemetery, with an expository intertitle counting down the days he has left
on probation, culminating with his first day of freedom. There are three graveyard
scenes, the last of which has already been briefly introduced, but the relations
between these scenes are the important component for this analysis. Collin is
haunted by past trauma in each of the scenes; however, a direct relationship is
formed between the length of the scene and the trauma Collin has sustained up to
that point in the film.
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The first cemetery scene informs the audience that Collin has two days left
on probation. It is less than thirty seconds long and features Collin running as he
gets hit with one quick flashback from the night of the murder: the man’s terrified
face when he stopped and looked at Collin before continuing to run away. The
second graveyard scene comes later in the film and begins Collin’s last day on
probation. Although it starts the same as the previous one, the flashbacks are
multiple, and this time the subject is Officer Molina. Notably, this set of flashbacks
alternate rapidly between shots from the night of the murder, and the haunting
courtroom nightmare described previously. The sense that the trauma is building is
evident in the inverse relationship between the quantity of flashbacks, and Collin’s
(in)ability to throw off the weight of them.
Finally, the audience sees Collin reach the dawn of his first day off
probation, having narrowly escaped a night full of close calls. After the disastrous
house party and the painfully honest argument with Miles, Collin encounters yet
another devastating moment on his walk home that night. A police vehicle driving
past Collin conspicuously turns around and slows to a crawl, following him. Almost
perceptibly, Collin’s stomach drops as he realizes that he is still carrying the gun
he took away from Miles after the party. The anxiety heightens as the police car
points its spotlight directly on Collin, and the whoop of the quick siren tells Collin
he should stop walking. He slowly turns to face the car, holding his breath. The
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moment fills an eternity until, at last, the car drives away to another call that came
in. Collin weeps.39
Shortly following, we see the last—and longest—of the graveyard scenes
of the film. The audience exhales the breath they were holding from the last scene;
however, the relief is ephemeral. As in the first two graveyard scenes, Collin is
running as the flashbacks start. This set of flashbacks begins with the police car
from the night prior, and rapidly cuts to other inflection points of trauma: Officer
Molina’s face from the night of the murder, the jury of Black men from his
nightmare, “Judge” Molina from the nightmare, and the man’s body falling to the
pavement upon being shot. The flashbacks are interrupted when Collin is stopped
in his tracks by the endless sea of Black men in black hoodies standing over the
graves around him.
As the men are pulled out of Collin’s dreams into his reality, the audience
is pulled out of their reality into the surrealism of the scene. The overlapping editing
of the flashbacks brings the trauma—both real and dreamt—into the narrative space
of the film. Each cemetery scene builds on the prior cemetery scene not simply in
an additive way, but in a multiplicative way. The cinematography and storyline
capture the torture endured by Collin in ways that form a tightly woven intricate
tapestry where the synergy among and between the totality of wounds produces an
overwhelming affective experience in a single scene, reflecting that which is
described in the syndemic framework. It is one in which a relationship between
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input and output exists, but one in which there are so many variables that are all so
interdependent, they cannot possibly be calculated through simple addition.40
In the way that film can, an image is reflected back to the audience that
surpasses the strict borders of the story being told. The potentiality of race-based
death and the multiplicative nature of the effects of injustices is ripped out of the
film and into the here and now. The race-based trauma weathered by a singular
character is refracted out into the numberless standing before him, with the lines of
“realism and absurdity”41 blurring for the audience as much as for Collin: a
poignant representation of Himes’ assertion in the epigraph of the article. However,
through the “dynamic exchange”42 between film and audience, the deathscape in
front of Collin stretches off the screen to blend with the deathscape of Covid. Race
and death go hand-in-hand in the film; so too, in the pandemic. The liminal features
of this scene act as a portal into the (sur)realism of our Covid-inflected times,
exposing how the incommensurate sacrifice of Black lives and livelihoods is
condoned, or at the very least tolerated.

Sacrifice II
Physical Gentrification
The second sacrifice highlighted in this analysis is sacrifice through gentrification.
The most commonly understood gentrification is physical, whereby an urban area
is changed through an influx of wealthier people and businesses, typically resulting
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in the forced exodus of the original occupants. These shifting and conflicting
landscapes can be conceptualized as heterotopias, which contain within themselves
a multitude of often incompatible meanings.43 This notion is valuable for
understanding the dynamic and unstable complexities involved in a gentrifying
area—or a gentrifying discourse, the second form of gentrification evident in the
film. This is an equally dynamic and complex process, one in which particular
accounts or ideas are minimized or converted through a discursive process that
seeks to reframe or replace undesirable narratives. The discursive gentrification
delineated in the film can be deployed in thinking critically about Christian
nationalism’s response to Covid and state-sanctioned violence.
In the film, spatial gentrification is accentuated and provides a through-line
in the story. Images of “old” and “new” Oakland are frequently contrasted in splitscreen, acting as a way to differentiate the two types of spaces while also doubling
the audience’s vision, exposing the viewer simultaneously to landscapes and
cultures that are commonly segregated (Figure 6). The traditional spaces of
Oakland are being overrun with whiter, wealthier, and more elite newcomers or
“transplants” as they are called in the film. The landscape, culture, and food are all
remade under the sprawl of gentrification and, perhaps most importantly, so are
housing prices. Even Collin and Miles’ livelihood working for a moving company
depends in a twisted way on the forced exodus of the community they are embedded
in, as the film intentionally only shows them moving residents out of the
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neighborhoods they have occupied for decades - never in. Just as the old oak trees,
from whence Oakland is named, were razed as urban neighborhoods were raised,
the original inhabitants of the city are slowly cut out and forced aside through these
economic structures.

Figure 6 - Opening montage split screens depicting gentrification
Source: Blindspotting
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The film portrays this phenomenon with the gravity it deserves, but also
contains moments of comedic relief. One scene reveals Collin and Miles attempting
to eat some burgers from a familiar neighborhood fast-food restaurant that is now
under new and “improved” management. Through a regrettable ordering
experience, the two characters learn they must now specify “meat” to receive a beef
patty, rather than the automatic vegan one. Even Collin’s mom, expressing both a
resistance to and an amusing acceptance of the impending forces of gentrification
around her, says, “I’ll be damned if I move out of this neighborhood...now that they
got good food and shit.”44
In keeping with the importance of sight and seeing in Blindspotting, the
incongruity of the two Oaklands may be considered a type of heterotopia, or a space
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that has superimposed meanings or relationships to other spaces than initially meets
the eye.45 This idea proves useful for understanding the complex interconnections
amongst both spaces and discourses in the film, and societal issues around racism
and Covid. A philosophical idea about space proffered by Michel Foucault,
heterotopias are capable of "juxtaposing in a single real place several spaces,
several sites that are themselves incompatible."46 In other words, Foucault uses this
concept as a hermeneutic to understand physical, social, and discursive “spaces”
that are different, spaces that are taken for granted but also are in conceptual tension
with one another. While Foucault did not develop this concept to the same extent
as some of his other work, heterotopias are nevertheless intriguing and
advantageous for understanding the coexistent yet incompatible worlds of a
gentrifying Oakland.
The heterotopic spaces featured throughout the film are highly effective at
affectively transferring to the audience the residents’ lived feelings of anxiety,
oddity, and dysmorphia. For example, as Oakland changes, the lives within it are
thrown into a state of flux, of transition, of contestation—much like a “crisis
heterotopia.”47 Foucault uses examples such as the hiding of menstruating women
in the ancient world and boarding schools, which remove the adolescent’s comingof-age journey from society, to illustrate the “crisis” that is presented when one’s
relation to society changes. As the area gentrifies, the original occupants’ relation
to the city—its spaces, culture, and people—begins to change in disorienting ways.
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Collin and Miles are tasked with a “clean-up” job removing all the contents
of a dilapidated house to make way for the new owners’ renovation. Looking at an
old photo album belonging to the previous Black tenants, Collin rhythmically
responds to the effects of gentrification as he raps, “Hung up in the hood / till I’m
discarded / Don’t know who I’m spookin’ / I’m the one who’s spookin’ hardest /
Probably ‘cause I know that I’m / just here to help the harvest / after that I’m a
target / A mover helping up the market.”48 Several themes collide in his music,
drawing connections to America’s slave-labor history, the power capitalism has to
override the value of Black lives both past and present, gentrification and its
bewildering force, fear of Black men, and anti-Black police violence.
Another type of heterotopia, “heterotopias of deviation,”49 are sundry in
Blindspotting. The prison, which is never shown in the film but is presumed, is an
apt example of a parallel space which is designed to contain undesirable bodies to
make way for a utopia.50 Collin’s time on probation, however, is shown in the film
and meets this definition, as it simultaneously permits greater freedom than the
prison yet also restricts his movement and freedom to Alameda County. He is freer
than in prison, but still geographically jailed by the criminal justice system. This
heterotopia of deviation is also seen with the gentrification process: the older,
Blacker, poorer, and otherwise “undesirable” bodies and spaces of conventional
Oakland are segregated from the newer, whiter, and wealthier bodies and spaces of
gentrified Oakland.
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However, the most distinctive heterotopia in the film is the cemetery, which
hosts the three separate yet connected scenes analyzed in the first section on
sacrifice. Cemeteries, like other heterotopias, are exceptional and common all at
the same time. Foucault sees cemeteries as “indeed highly heterotopic [places],”
and the most compelling example of his enigmatic concept. Foucault categorizes
graveyards specifically as “heterotopias of time.”51 This temporal connection
alludes to both their function and their category of heterotopia. Their function has
changed over time from the "sacred and immortal heart of the city" next to the
church until the late eighteenth century, to the “'other city’” residing at the
periphery of society.52 Their category is also temporally located as cemeteries are
considered “heterochronies,” and their capacity as such is only fully realized once
a complete break with traditional time occurs (i.e., death).53
Returning to Collin’s rattling experience in the final cemetery scene, a kind
of poly-heterotopia appears before the audience. The cemetery itself is an
unmistakable example of heterotopia. Furthermore, the men that Collin sees in front
of him figuratively live in his dream world yet represent the undeniably extant lives
torn asunder outside the film. The heterotopic space of the cemetery provides the
ideal geography for joining and complicating the figurative and literal, the invisible
and the embodied, cinema and reality. The men’s presence in the shot melds the
“real and imaginary, bounded space and abstraction,”54 which Peter Johnson argues
is a key element of heterotopias. This description of heterotopia also handily
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portrays the second type of gentrification underscored in the film, that of discursive
gentrification.
Discursive Gentrification
Gentrification not only happens on a physical level in the form of land, food,
and housing, but also on a metaphysical level in the form of community, identity,
and history. In the film, this tension is felt most acutely in Miles’ character, a
reversal of the traditional “buddy” narrative wherein Miles would be the white lead
character and Collin the “Robin-esque” trusty sidekick. Instead, Miles is the
secondary character and the one who is imbued with the worry of being perceived
as a negative stereotype, a worry that is typically reserved for people of color. In
this case, Miles is overcome with feelings of displacement over the perception that
he is a white hipster “culture vulture” who is simply appropriating a “native”
Oakland identity. His race betrays him and his cultural identity. Collin bemoans
Miles’ strivings to prove his identity and the trouble it brings to Collin’s life, saying,
“Man, you got something to prove to everybody!” Miles indignantly shouts back,
“Yeah?! That’s cuz I’m living somewhere where now everybody got me fucked up!
You ain’t gotta do shit [to prove who you are].” The inversion of this conventional
dynamic disrupts the genre, which in turn calls even greater attention to Miles’
dislocation, contrasting Collin’s belonging.
The kind of metaphysical gentrification illustrated in the film sheds light on
a particular Covid-inflected gentrification in America today. It is a powerful kind
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of discursive gentrification in which the realities acutely felt by the Black
community and people of color around Covid-19 are rejected and a new, nicer
narrative superimposed over it. Despite the devastating consequences of the
pandemic, particularly on communities of color, there is resistance amongst some
groups towards following Center for Disease Control safety guidelines, such as not
gathering in crowds, wearing masks in public, and maintaining proper social
distance. Among some of the most visible sectors of this group are Christian
nationalists. Christian nationalism is defined by some as “an ideology that idealizes
and advocates a fusion of American civic life with a particular type of Christian
identity and culture,” and is the leading predictor of not only incautious behavior
but also avoidance of positive precautionary measures regarding Covid.55, 56 While
many churches, mosques, synagogues, and other houses of worship have taken
seriously the stay-at-home orders and other restrictions on large, indoor gatherings,
some fundamentalist evangelical churches remain defiant and, as a result,
contribute to Coronavirus outbreaks in their communities.57
Christian nationalism shapes Covid-related behaviors especially through
apparatus specifically identifiable with Christian nationalism: belief in divine
protection for an America that is divinely chosen and supported by God (as long as
America upholds conservative values and policies, that is), distrust of the scientific
community and mainstream news media, and devotion to Trump. 58 John
MacArthur, a pastor of a fundamentalist evangelical megachurch in Los Angeles,
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is reported as saying, “‘There is no pandemic.’”59 The church meets indoors without
a mask mandate as MacArthur speaks about a virus—not the Coronavirus—but a
“virus of deception” taking hold in America.60 Despite the critical mass of the
protest movement, and suggestions that churches are one of five primary sites of
Covid transmission,61 the church believes their services are a “Jesus Life Matters
protest” and should be protected in the same manner as the Black Lives Matter
protests.62 Another church in Tennessee encourages people to remove their masks
and hug, and the pastor is reported as stating, “Black Lives Matter isn’t powered by
the Holy Spirit. They can’t save this land…[only] the church of Jesus Christ
[can].”63
These are just two examples of a much larger and more pervasive network
challenging efforts to combat systemic racism and the pandemic’s ravaging
repercussions. It is painfully clear that the moods and motivations64 of an
increasingly louder Christian nationalism demonstrate that Black and Brown lives
are an unfortunate, if not perhaps necessary, sacrifice to exercise their right to
religious freedoms and maintain their power, reinforcing that the United States is
one [Christian] nation under God.
Considering the hermeneutic of heterotopia may open another field of view
for understanding the incongruity of these differing pandemic “stories.” They exist
simultaneously in the same geographic location (i.e., America), yet are
conceptually incompatible: a pandemic that does not exist cannot ravage a
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community, and race-based violence need not be addressed when it is not a problem
in the first place. If heterotopias “somehow mirror and at the same time distort,
unsettle, or invert,”65 then the expression of counternarratives regarding the impacts
of Covid on people of color and Christian nationalists are, in essence, discursive
heterotopias of each other. Collin addresses this dissonance at the climax of the film
while pointing a gun at Officer Molina in Molina’s home. During this highly
charged and emotional scene, Collin passionately expresses what is at the root of
incompatible stories as he raps, “You might think you know / what's happening /
But you don't feel it / like we do! / To feel it, it has to be you.”66
The film offers a powerful and even unexpected illustration of discursive
gentrification between the best friend duo at the heart of the storyline. During the
agonizing fight between them, Miles shouts, “You're a big black dude with fucking
braids—in Oakland! Nobody is misreading you, Collin!”67 grieving the fact that
Collin’s identity aesthetic guarantees a particular perceptibility as a “true” resident
of Oakland. Collin, pain-stricken, retorts, “Yeah. Yeah, I know!”68 signaling the
precarity and danger accompanying that unmistakability. Without understanding
the traumatic and at times dangerous encounters ancillary to being a “big black
dude with fucking braids,” Miles negates Collin’s very real and very destabilizing
experiences with racism and police violence, replacing Collin’s reality with a new,
nicer narrative. Collin responds by inverting the positive and desired attributes
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assigned to his appearance by Miles, thereby exposing the chasm of race-based
differences in experience between them.
Miles realizes what he has done and recoils a bit. Collin pushes the
uncomfortable conversation further, emphasizing this chasm, by asking Miles why
it is tolerable for him to call Miles the n-word, but not the reverse. After Miles
refuses to say the word to Collin, he yells:
You’re a fucking n***a, Miles! You out here acting an ass, like there
ain’t no fucking consequences for that shit. And every n***a who
sees me thinks I do the same dumb, fuckin’ ignorant, gun-carrying
shit that you do! But I’ve been taking care of my shit!... And then,
what do you do? You go out and buy a fucking gun, for what?... You
are the n****r that they are out here looking for!69
The cinematography utilizes shaking handheld camera movement, which
signals for the viewer action and urgency within the scene, elevating the intensity
and the chaos of this explosive argument. It imbues the shot with energy and holds
the audience captive. The mise-en-scène is under the cover of darkness in a
shadowy back alley covered in graffiti, it’s only light source a bright spotlight
shining down from a streetlamp. The lights and shadows play up the subject of the
scene and also act as a natural spotlight on the character in focus. The scene contains
no music nor any non-diegetic sounds. The camera alternates between Collin as the
subject and Miles, rarely showing both, and most of the shots are medium-close up
or close-up views of the characters, with quite a few over-the-shoulder shots. This
cumulatively produces the effect that the audience is an intimate partner in this
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confrontation and, through the close-up shots especially, potentially the other
conversation partner.
This piercing scene illustrates the violence that can be perpetrated through
the instrument of discursive gentrification. It is clear that Miles commits this
offense through ignorance and privilege rather than through malicious intent. While
this may also be the case for some Christian nationalists—no matter how surprising
this fact may be in the current milieu—it certainly cannot be said for all Christian
nationalists who engage in this form of assault.
In the film, the articulation of counternarratives around the impacts of
racism, gentrification, and police violence—add to this a pandemic in present-day
America—makes it clear that these accounts are co-opted through discursive
gentrification, which minimizes and/or denies their existence. But how exactly is
this accomplished? I propose that one of the methods is through epistemic
oppression, and Blindspotting again provides a cinematic framework through which
to understand the complexities involved.
Conceived by Kristie Dotson and building on Miranda Fricker’s ideas
around epistemic injustice, epistemic oppression refers to “persistent epistemic
exclusion that hinders one’s contribution to knowledge production.”70 With
epistemic oppression, one can expect major forms of resistance when an attempt is
made to talk about or attend to the issues behind that particular oppression.71 It
undermines one’s ability to provide evidence or share knowledge because the
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epistemological system in which they are functioning is insufficient to do so.
Dotson explains that one way in which this is enacted is through the retelling of an
experience that produces incredulity in the listener, one that directly minimizes or
dismisses the experience of the teller. This is importantly applicable to the
discursive gentrification of Christian nationalists because it is the mechanism
through which they can invalidate the experiences of those who are different from
them.
For another excellent example of this specific type of oppression, let us
return to the film. As Collin is talking to Miles about the murder he witnessed,
Miles asks, “You're not gonna leave like a statement or some shit?” Collin responds
by comedically acting out the hypothetical conversation with the police: “Oh, yeah.
‘Hello, police? I'd like to report a murder you did. -- I was out after curfew. -- Yeah,
I'm a convicted felon. -- Back to jail? -- Yeah, tomorrow works for me. What
time?’”72 This example elucidates several layers of epistemic oppression. Firstly, it
highlights the absurdity of a framework that forces one to report a crime to the very
people who committed it. Secondly, it accentuates the fact that as a convicted felon
on parole, Collin’s knowledge and experience are delegitimized in the eyes of those
whom the epistemological structure privileges (i.e., the police). Lastly, Collin is a
convicted Black man whose knowledge will be pitted against a white police officer,
which all but ensures he will not be believed.
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If we take seriously both the cinematography and the dialogue discussed in
this section, we are compelled to be a conversation partner in these matters. In our
current atmosphere, there is a deadly intersection between racism, discursive
gentrification, and Covid. It is one that tells those bearing the highest burden to
“trust God with your health”73 and “there is no pandemic”74 when loved ones have
perished from the virus, some of which may have been prevented with greater
precautionary measures from others. It is also one which asserts that attending
church services in person is at all the same as a demonstration of people fighting
against the oppressive and deadly structures of racism and the criminal justice
system.75 Lastly, it is one that bucks Covid safety precautions because they are less
likely to be negatively affected by the virus, unwilling to admit that their actions
directly contribute to the infection and death of Americans of color. The same
urgency and intensity intelligently featured in the argument scene is also present in
America’s current state of affairs, and it is going to require the same difficult and
intimate conversations.

Conclusion
As a white woman scholar operating within and benefiting from the “sacred”
canopy of white supremacy in America, I am able to critique systems of oppression
emanating from spaces within which I reside but realize that I am unable to do so
from a position of experience with historical or contemporary iterations of racism.
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Although this undoubtedly restricts my comprehension of such things, Hamner
enjoins white scholars in the American Academy of Religion guild to engage the
historical ground of American racism, xenophobia, and white male supremacy,
understanding the limits of our knowledge of such things as the imperative for
“ongoing self and institutional critique.”76 I only wish to take up this call to action,
and underscore through this examination how American culture and institutions,
including the manifestations of a supposed “great equalizing” virus, arise
ineluctably from a history rife with settler-colonialism, chattel slavery, and white
male supremacy.
Racial blind spots result in death vis-à-vis racism and its calamitous
expressions regarding state-sanctioned violence and the Covid-19 pandemic.
Blindspotting comments on and also rebuffs the sacrifices associated with racism,
anti-Black police brutality, and gentrification; in so doing, it is an accessible
medium through which to contemplate and understand the surge of resistance
movements in 2020. In this way, the film’s makers are able to creatively and
convincingly present the “problems of destruction and possibilities of creation
inherent in the manifold meanings of sacrifice.”77 Even more, it acts as a generative
lens through which to contemplate and understand the multiplicative, and not just
additive, impacts of racism on the patterns of the pandemic. Christian nationalism’s
ability to uphold conceptions of white supremacy—unintentionally or otherwise—
is seen very clearly in their response to the epidemic of racism and police violence,
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and in their incautious response to the pandemic; responses that epitomize
blindspotting since “it’s all about how you can look at something, and there can be
another thing there that you aren’t seeing.”78 While Rubin’s vase presents
blindspotting in a value-neutral image, the film does not: illuminating the myriad
ways in which blind spots can be sites of violence, and even violent sacrifice. So
too in real life, the values are never neutral and to miss the other picture can have
grave consequences.
Although art may imitate life, it also is imbued with a unique power to help
shape it. Foucault presents a provocative way to understand film’s ability to shape
life through his description of the heterotopia of a mirror:
[The mirror] is a heterotopia in so far as the mirror does exist in
reality, where it exerts a sort of counteraction on the position that I
occupy. From the standpoint of the mirror I discover my absence
from the place where I am since I see myself over there. Starting
from this gaze that is, as it were, directed toward me, from the
ground of this virtual space that is on the other side of the glass, I
come back toward myself; I begin again to direct my eyes toward
myself and to reconstitute myself there where I am. The mirror
functions as a heterotopia in this respect: it makes this place that I
occupy at the moment when I look at myself in the glass at once
absolutely real, connected with all the space that surrounds it, and
absolutely unreal, since in order to be perceived it has to pass
through this virtual point which is over there.79
Film is a type of heterotopia in its capacity as a mirror: the film exists in
reality yet exerts a kind of counteraction on the reality the audience occupies. The
world that the film creates is at once absolutely real, reflective of the known world,
and absolutely unreal, since to be perceived it has to pass through the ground of
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virtual space that is the screen. However, through this virtual gaze directed at
society from the film, society can come back to themselves and reconstitute from
these virtual ingredients what is necessary for reality. Blindspotting reflects back to
us our image in which sacrifice—corporal or discursive—is permissible, and calls
into question this very permissibility. Ultimately, it has the capacity to reveal the
blind spot.
How might one feel experiences one has not had? How might one see the
“other” picture? A provocative yet uncomplicated answer is offered by feminist
religion scholar Emily Culpepper: “‘We tell each other our stories.’”80 What is film
if not a powerful medium of storytelling? Film is distinctively situated to speak to
these phenomena because it combines the cognitive (cerebral) with the affective
(emotional), allowing audiences to not only see but feel the “other” image to which
they may have been blind. To end, I leave you with Collin’s painful yet imperative
exhortation: “Make a fuss / I am both pictures! / See both pictures!”81
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